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Surely  the  man  who  wishes  well  of  his  country  should 
be  interested  in  preventable  diseases.  Inevitable  evils 
one  bears  with  greater  or  less  equanimity,  but  those 
forms  of  ill  health  that  are  plainly  avoidable  sliould 
be  ruthlessly  traced  to  their  sources  and  eradicated. 

H3'gienic  crusades  are  all  the  more  likely  to  be  suc- 
cessful in  America  since  we  have  recently  experienced 
a  great  moral  uprising  against  those  deadly  agents, 
adulterated  foods  and  quack  medicines.  It  is  no  longer 
respectable  or  safe  for  wholesale  or  retail  purveyors  of 
food  and  drink  to  substitute  for  them  any  poison  their 
fancy  dictates.  The  demand  for  articles  that  are  at 
least  what  they  claim  or  seem  to  be  has  at  last  become 
so  loud  and  persistent  that  no  government  can  afford 
to  ignore  it.  Now  that  the  sale  of  spoiled,  noxious  or 
adulterated  food  is  beginning  to  be  regarded  as  a  low 
form  of  thievery  not  uncommonly  tinged  with  man- 
slaughter, the  common  people  are  likely  to  come  into 
their  own. 

It  is  for  the  purpose  of  bringing  to  the  attention  of 
our  citizens  the  dangers  that  lurk  in  the  use  of  certain 
forms  of  methyl  or  wood  alcohol  that  this  paper  has 
been  prepared. 

Thirty  years  ago  poisoning  from  wood  alcohol,  methyl 
alcohol,  wood  spirit,  meth^dated  spirits,  etc.,  was  almost 
unknown.  The  disgusting  odor  and  vile  taste  of  this 
product  of  the  destructive  distillation  of  vegetable  fiber 
was  so  repugnant  to  the  palate  and  the  nose  that 
one  would  about  as  quickly  drink  crude  petroleum. 
About  1890,  however,  a  comparatively  cheap  method  of 
"deodorizing"  this  ill-smelling  and  vile-tasting  liquid 
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was  discovered,  and  under  various  names,  such  as 
'  Columbian  Spirits'^  (Fig.  1),  'Turified  Wood  Alcohol,^' 
'•'Colonial  Spirits,"  "Standard  Wood  Spirits''  (on  the 
Canadian  market,  Fig.  2),  "Cologne  Spirits/'  "Union 
Spirits/'  "Eagle  Spirits/'  "Green  Wood  Spirits/'  etc., 
this  violent  poison  was  put  on  sale.  It  was  widely  and 
shrewdly  advertised  and  all  sorts  of  virtues  were  claimed 
for  it,  the  chief  being  that  it  was  a  cheap  and  compara- 
tively harmless  substitute  for  ordinary  ethyl  or  grain 
alcohol.  Not  only  could  it  be  used  instead  of  grain 
alcohol  in  making  varnishes,  liniments,  tinctures,  hair- 
dyes,  etc.,  and  as  a  fuel  in  lamps  and  stoves,  but  also  at 
first  its  poisonous  character  was  denied  in  toto.  This 
last  claim  led  to  its  use  not  only  for  these  purposes  but 
also  in  the  manufacture  of  Jamaica  ginger,  essence  of 
lemon,  liniments,  alcoholic  extracts,  cheap  whisky  and 
proprietary  "remedies/'  generally  speaking,  in  those 
instances  in  which  the  manufacturer  regarded  his  busi- 
ness as  a  means  of  getting  money  "honestly"  when  there 
was  no  danger  of  being  found  out. 

Soon,  however,  stories  of  sudden  death  as  well  as  of 
total  and  incurable  blindness  following  the  use  of  this 
horrible  poison  began  to  appear,  not  only  in  medical 
journals  but  in  the  public  press.  It  was  not  until  a 
wholesale  drug  firm  in  Baltimore  had  been  mulcted  in 
heavy  damages  for  attempting  to  "turn  an  honest  penny" 
by  the  use  of  "deodorized"  wood  spirit  as  a  substitute 
for  the  four-times-as-expensive  grain  alcohol  in  the  man- 
ufacture of  Jamaica  ginger,  that  the  trade  began  "to  sit 
up  and  take  notice." 

Later,  examples  of  wholesale  poisoning  began  to  be 
reported.  Parties  of  all  classes  of  people  —  workmen, 
picnickers,  bar-room  habitues,  Indians,  etc. —  indulging 
in  cheap  whisky  and  its  substitutes  died  or  became  blind. 
Still  later,  it  was  found  that  unfortunate  painters,  espe- 
cially shellackers  of  beer-vats,  working  in  confined  and 
unventilated  places,  were  stricken  with  blindness,  and 
on  investigation  it  was  conclusively  proved  that  the 
befouled,  rebreathed  and  methylated  atmosphere  wa? 
responsible  for  the  result.  Cheap  varnish  made  with 
"Columbian  Spirits"  costing  about  50  cents  a  gallon 
(grain  alcohol  is  about  $2.40  a  gallon),  had  done  its 
deadly  work. 

In  the  years  1903-1904  the  late  Dr.  Frank  Buller  of 
Montreal  and  myself  set  about  collecting  the  historieb  of 
cases  of  poisoning  to  that  date.  Doubtless  many  instances 
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of  ^^  ood-alcoliol  poisoniug  escaped  this  inquiry,  but  we 
found  and  reported^  275  instances  of  death  or  blindness 
(sometimes  both)  directly  traceable  to  drinking,  or 
inhaling  the  fumes  of  "Columbian  Spirits"  or  some  other 
form  of  "deodorized"  wood  alcohol.  At  that  time  we 
drew  the  following  conclusions: 

1.  Methyl,  or  wood  alcohol,  in  any  of  its  forms,  and  all 
methylated  preparations  as  well,  are  dangerous  poisons,  menac- 
ing both  life  and  eyesight. , 

2.  It  is  used  as  an  adulterant  of,  and  substitute  for,  grain 
alcohol  in  cheap  whisky  and  other  alcoholic  beverages,  not  to 
mention  Jamaica  ginger,  lemon  extract  and  many  other 
es-sences  and  flavoring  fluids. 

3.  Methyl  alcohol  is  largely  used  in  the  preparation  of  many 
proprietary  and  patent  medicines,  witch  hazel,  domestic  lini- 
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Fig.  1. — A  label  used  on  "Columnian  [Columbian]  Spirits."  Note 
how  obscure  is  the  warning  not  to  take  this  poison  internally. 

ments,  as  well  as  bay  rum,  cologne  water,  Florida  water  and 
other  perfumes. 

4.  The  injury  to  the  eyesight  consists  chiefly  of  a  destruc- 
tive inflammation  of  the  optic  nerve  or  of  the  retina  (or 
both ) ,  followed  by  their  atrophy. 

5.  The  symptoms  of  acute  poisoning  are  disturbances  of  the 
stomach  more  or  less  severe,  accompanied  by  abdominal  pain, 
general  weakness,  nausea,  vomiting,  dizziness,  headache, 
dilated  pupils  and  blindness.  If  recovery  does  not  occur,  there 
is  marked  depression  of  the  heart's  action,  sighing  respiration, 
cold  sweats,  delirium,  unconsciousness,  coma  and  death. 

6.  The  blindness  affects  both  eyes  and  may  set  in  a  few 

1.  Buller,  F.,  and  Wood,  C.  A. :  Poisoning  by  Wood  Alcohol, 
The  .Tourxal  A.  M.  A.,  Oct.  1-29,  1904,  pp.  972,  1058,  1117,  1213 
and  ]2S0. 
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hours  after  the  contact  with  the  poison,  or  it  may  be  delayed 
for  several  days.  It  is  generally  complete,  with  a  subsequent 
improvement,  and,  finally,  a  relapse  into  permanent  blindness. 

7.  The  diagnosis  can  hardly  be  mistaken.  Methyl  alcohol 
poisoning  presents  a  picture  unlike  that  of  any  other  intoxica- 
tion. Acute  abdominal  distress,  followed  by  blindness,  should 
always  awake  suspicion  of  methyl  alcohol  poisoning. 

8.  The  prevention  of  poisoning  by"  this  insidious  drug  can 
only  be  brought  about  by  prohibiting  [or  rendering  unprofit- 
able] the  sale  of  "deodorized"  wood  alcohol  in  all  its  forms. 
The  number  of  deaths  may,  meantime,  be  limited  by  puttihg 
all  preparations  containing  wood  alcohol  on  the  list  of  poisons 
and  prosecuting  all  persons  adulterating  foods  and  drinks  witli 
it.  Labeling  it  with  the  notice,  "This  fluid,  taken  internally, 
is  likely  to  produce  blindness,"  will  certainly  have  a  deterrent 
effect. 
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Fig.  2. — Another  "deodorized"  wood-alcohol  poison.  It  is  rec- 
ommended for  bathing,  rubbing  and  sponging  the  sick,  for  making 
liniments  ;  also  for  use  in  chafing  dishes  and  in  spirit  lamps.  See 
how  little  is  said  about  its  poisonous  qualities. 

9.  Wood  alcohol  intoxication  is  an  example  of  idiosyncrasy. 
As  in  the  case  of  several  other  poisons,  some  persons  are 
largely  immune  so  far  as  permanent  damage  to  the  body 
is  concerned.  If  ten  persons  drink,  say,  4  ounces  of  Columbian 
spirits  within  three  hours,  all  will  have  marked  abdominal  dis- 
tress and  probably  four  will  die,  two  of  them  becoming  blind 
before  death.  Six  will  eventually  recover,  of  whom  two  will 
be  permanently  blind.  With  still  larger  doses,  the  jDroportion 
of  death  and  blindness  will  be  greater. 

10.  Poisoning  by  inhalation  of  the  fumes  of  wood  alcohol 
generally  occurs  when  the  exhalations  are  mixed  with 
rebreathed  air,  as  in  varnishing  the  interior  of  beer-vats,  clos- 
ets or  small  rooms,  etc.  It  is  also  highly  probable  that  in  sus- 
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ceptible  subjects  repeated  or  even  single  wood  "alcohol  rubs" 
may  produce  poisonous  symptoms,  through  absorption  of  the 
spirit  by  the  skin. 

11.  Chronic  (or  partial)  poisoning  from  Avood  alcohol  (in 
the  shape  of  ''nips"  of  Jamaica  ginger,  bay  rum  or  punch 
made  with  Columbian  spirits,  etc.)  is  the  most  insidious 
and  probably  not  an  uncommon  form  of  intoxication.  It* 
symptoms  are  not  so  pronounced  or  so  easy  of  recognition  as 
in  the  acute  form,  but  the  eyes,  digestive  apparatus  and  ner- 
vous system  undoubtedly  suffer. 

12.  The  use  of  ethyl  or  grain  alcohol  in  the  arts,  as  in  the 
manufacture  of  varnishes,  as  a  burning  fluid,  for  "stiffening" 
hats,  lacquering  brass,  etc.,  is  w^ithout  danger  to  life  or  eye- 
sight. If  a  small  percentage  of  naphthalin,  for  example,  were 
added  to  it,  the  fluid  would  be  undrinkable.  A  combination  of 
ethylic  alcohol  with  10  per  cent,  of  wood  spirit  would  answer 
the  same  purpose.  Such  a  mixture  is  the  "methylated  spirits" 
of  Great  Britain,  where  not  a  single  case  of  acute  poisoning  or 
blindness  from  methyl  alcohol  is  recorded,  in  spite  of  the 
extensive  use  of  methylated  preparations  in  the  British  Isles. 

13.  The  treatment  of  methyl  alcohol  intoxication  consists 
chiefly  in  getting  rid  of  the  poison  from  the  stomach  and  intes- 
tines by  means  of  the  stomach-pump  and  rectal  injections; 
stimulants,  especially  ethyl  alcohol,  strychnin  and  coffee;  heat 
to  the  body  and  extremities. 

14.  The  treatment  of  the  blindness  is  unsatisfactory. 

HOW  WOOD  ALCOHOL  ACTS  AS  A  POISON 

The  symptoms  of  poisoning  from  wood  alcohol,  drunk, 
inhaled  or  rubbed  in,  either  as  ^^pure"  Columbian  Spirits 
or  as  common  wood  alcohol  are  as  definite  as  those 
cf  measles  or  whooping-cough,  yet  the  exact  manner  and 
the  ultimate  form  in  which  it  destroys  or  cripples  the 
internal  organs  are  not  well  understood.  We  do  know, 
however,  that  once  absorbed,  from  either  the  stomach 
or  the  lungs,  into  the  blood,  it  is  not  so  easily  eliminated 
or  burned  up  as  is  ethyl  alcohol,  as  which  it  masquerades 
in  commerce. 

This  peculiarity  of  methyl  alcohol  is  of  considerable 
importance  and  interest  because,  becoming  cumulative  in 
the  system,  small  and  frequent  doses  of  the  poison  in 
the  form  of  quack  medicines,  hair-tonics,  cheap  whisky, 
or  esseijees,  rubbing  the  body  after  Turkish  and  other 
baths,  burning  in  "alcoho?-'  lamps,  varnishing  pianos, 
beer-vats,  small  rooms,  etc.,  insidious  and  often  unsus- 
pected but  serious  damage  to  the  digestion,  sight  and 
nervous  system  may  be  induced. 
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After  Columbian  Spirits  and  similar  "deodorized'' 
poisons  had  been  in  the  export  market  for  a  few  years, 
we  began  to  hear  from  other  countries  where,  as  in 
America,  until  this  development  of  the  wood-alcohol 
industry,  poisoning  from  methylated  spirits  had  been 
entirely  unknown.  About  the  time  (the  end  of  1904) 
that  twenty  persons  were  poisoned  in  Kentucky,  an 
equal  number  of  wood-alcohol  victims  were,  within 
twenty-four  hours,  killed  and  blinded  in  Dorpat,  Eussia. 
The  Eussian  physicians  were  very  much  interested  in 
and  excited  by  this  destruction,  but  our  cases  did  not 
disturb  us  greatly ;  we  had  lived  too  long  with  the  wood- 
alcohol  "trust"  for  that.  It  only  seemed  to  us  that 
another  infant  industry  had  grown  up  and  had  reached 
a  foreign  shore.  Later  on,  it  will  be  seen  how  Columbian 
Spirits,  or  a  replica  of  it,  has  recently  invaded  another 
country  hitherto  free  from  it. 

As  a  result  of  these  "accidents"  a  wide-spread  agita- 
tion against  the  unrestrained  sale  of  this  poison  was 
begun  and  kept  up  in  both  the  medical  and  the  lay 
press  of  the  United  States.  As  a  further  contribution^ 
to  this  campaign  I  reported  several  examples  of  wood- 
alcohol  intoxication  which  had  not  been  published  up 
to  that  time,  and  closed  with  the  following  observations 
on  its  prevention: 

My  colleague,  Dr.  Frank  Buller,  has  suggested  that  every 
package,  wholesale  and  retail,  of  "deodorized"  wood  alcohol, 
bear  the  warning,  "This  fluid,  taken  internally,  is  likely  to 
produce  blindness."  Such  a  legend  might  be  even  more  effective 
than  the  word  "Poison"  and  the  familiar  picture  of  the  skull 
and  cross-bones,  chiefly  because  to  most  people  the  fear  of 
blindness  is  more  impressive  than  that  of  possible  death.  No 
doubt  this  precaution  would  limit  the  dangers  of  serious  poison- 
ing from  methylated  preparations,  but  it  is  very  doubtful 
whether  it  will  ever  be  entirely  effective.  Whenever  a  gov- 
ernment permits  the  manufacture  of  "deodorized"  wood  alco- 
hol (as  in  the  case  of  Columbian  Spirits  in  the  United  States 
and  of  Standard  Wood  Spirits  in  Canada)  the  only  effective, 
natural  safeguards  (the  offensive  odor  and  taste)  against 
ingestion  of  the  poison  are  removed  and  the  annual  sacrificf^ 
to  death  and  blindness  will  certainly  continue.  Either  the 
manufacture  and  sale  of  "deodorized"  or  "purified"  wood 
alcohol  should  be  absolutely  prohibited  or,  as  in  Germany  and 
Great  Britain,  an  untaxed  (grain)  ethyl  alcohol,  or  one  ren- 


2.  Wood,  C.  A. :  Poisoning  by  Wood,  or  Methyl,  Alcohol  ana 
Its  Preparations  as  a  Cause  of  Death  and  Blindness,  New  York 
Med.  Jour.,  Jan.  7,  1905. 
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dered  iindrinkable  by  the  addition  of  mineral  oil,  wood  spirit, 
naphthalin,  or  some  other  nauseous  compound  should  be 
allowed  for  use  in  the  arts  in  the  place  of  Columbian  Spirits 
and  similar  dangerous  preparations. 

The  fact  that  the  consumption  of  millions  of  gallons  of 
cheap  alcohol  in  other  countries  has  been  going  on  for  years 
without  fatal  consequences,  while  in  America  we  have  had 
hundreds  of  deaths  and  cases  of  blindness  from  the  employ- 
ment of  an  agent  that  possesses  no  advantages  over  the  Brit- 
ish Methylated  Spirits,  or  the  German  Brennspiritus,  is  surely 
an  unanswerable  argument  in  favor  of  this  proposal. 

After  a  time  and  partly  in  consequence  of  these 
investigations^  but  more  directly  as  the  result  of  discus- 
sions in  the  newspapers  and  of  resolutions  passed  by  the 
Section  on  Ophthalmology  and  House  of  Delegates  of 
the  American  Medical  Association,  several  bills  were 
finally  introduced  into  Congress  providing  for  a  cheap, 
commercial,  grain  alcohol  which  would  render  unneces- 
sary and  drive  out  of  the  market  dangerous  forms  of 
^•'deodorized"  wood  spirit.  The  success  of  the  movement 
was  largely  due  to  a  committee  of  manufacturers  formed 
to  assist  in  securing  cheaper  alcohol  for  industrial  pur- 
poses, headed  by  Mr.  Henry  Dalley  of  New  York.  After 
considerable  discussion  of  the  project  by  Congressional 
committees  and  the  hearing  of  much  evidence,  especially 
that  furnished  by  a  number  of  workmen  blinded  by 
using  Columbian  Spirits  in  their  ordinary  occupations, 
the  bill  introduced  by  the  Hon.  W.  Payne  was  passed 
by  Congress,  June  7,  1906.  We  now  have  as  a  result  of 
this  legislation  what  is  known  as  "denatured  alcohol," 
a  harmless  grain  or  ethyl  alcohol^  rendered  unfit  for 
drinking  purposes  by  an  admixture  of  various  ingredients 
that  do  not  destroy  its  value  for  domestic  consumption 
and  for  the  purposes  of  commerce. 

Denatured  alcohol  is  as  cheap  as  or  cheaper  than 
Columbian  Spirits  or  any  other  kind  of  "deodorized" 
wood  alcohol  and  can  be  bought  at  drug-stores  wherever 
the  "deodorized"  poisons  are  or  have  been  on  sale.  Not 
only  is  there  no  longer  the  least  excuse  for  the  sale  of 
"deodorized"  wood  spirits  but,  in  my  judgment,  its 
manufacture  should  be  prohibited  by  law.  Why? 
Because  it  serves  no  purpose  that  "denatured"  alcohol 
will  not  serve  and  because  its  existence  is  everj^here 
and  at  all  times  a  menace  to  the  public  health.  It  looks, 
smells  and  tastes  so  much  like  grain  alcohol  that  its 
very  existence  must  ever  be  a  challenge  to  life  and  sight. 
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Moreover,  in  spite  of  all  the  agitation  in  the  press  and 
the  education  of  the  public  by  other  means  an  immense 
amount  of  ignorance  exists  and,  in  the  nature  of  things, 
will  continue  to  exist  regarding  the  poisonous -character 
and  legal  status  of  this  deadly  agent.  For  example,  in 
commenting  on  a  suit  for  damages  brought  by  the  widow 
of  a  poor  varnisher,  who  had  died  from  inhaling  the 
poisonous  methylated  air  of  a  beer-vat  in  which  he  had 
been  working,  a  certain  brewer  alleged  that  the  denatured 
alcohol  used  as  a  solvent  for  shellac  "spoiled  the  beer^^ 
and  w^as  not  as  good  as  the  "deodorized"  product  — 
which  improved  it,  I  have  no  doubt.  Instead  of  being 
merely  mulcted  in  heavy  damages,  as  was  the  defendant 
in  the  case  referred  to,  it  is  to  be  hoped  that  future 
criminals  of  this  class  may  find  their  way  .to  the 
penitentiary. 

As  another  example  of  the  ignorance  still  prevailing 
among  those'  that  ought  to  be  better  informed,  let  me 
refer  to  the  first  (or  almost  the  firs-t)  cases  of  wood- 
alcohol  poisoning  known  in  Germany.  In  that  country, 
as  in  England,  there  has,  for  the  past  thirty  or  forty 
years,  existed  a  cheap,  tax-free  commercial  alcohol  and, 
in  consequence,  there  never  has  been  room  for  any  form 
of  "deodorized''  poison.  For  the  same  reason,  also, 
there  is  not  a  single  authentic  report  of  poisoning  in 
Great  Britain.  Whether  a  few  barrels  of  American 
"deodorized"  alcohol  found  sale  in  Prussia  or  whether  the 
product  was  a  local  one  seems  difficult  to  decide,  but 
shortly  after  celebrating  the  Christmas  (1911)  holiday 
"with  the  aid,  of  wine,"  161  inmates  of  a  municipal 
shelter  in  Berlin  became  violently  ill  and  seventy-one  of 
them  died.  The  German  physicians  knew  little  or  noth- 
ing about  our  wide  and  varied  experiences  with  methyl 
alcohol  poisoning,  and  attributed  the  illness  to  decom- 
posed meat  and  other  causes  until  an  official  in  the  police 
department  found  that  the  Schnapps  which  had  formed 
a  portion  of  the  Christmas  celebration  was  largely 
charged  with  methyl  alcohol.  Later,  the  suspected  meat 
and  sausage  were  found  to  be  harmless,  while  a  post- 
mortem examination  disclosed  the  presence  of  methyl 
alcohol  in  the  stomachs  of  the  victims. 

Another  example  —  and  many  more  might  be  given  — 
of  the  ignorance  of  those  who  ought  to  know  better  is 
seen  in  the  death  (March,  1911)  of  one  workman  (J.  M.) 
and  the  total  blindness  of  his  fellow  workman  L.,  due 
to  inhalation  of  wood  alcohol  fumes  while  varnishing 
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the  interior  of  a  beer- vat  in  a  Buffalo  brewery.  For  a 
short  time  these  "accidents"  were  attributed  by  certaiu 
officials  to  the  fumes  of  a  charcoal  stove ! 

That  cases  of  death  and  blindness  from  "deodorized" 
wood  alcohol  are  still  occurring  in  America,  and  that 
Columbian  Spirits  and  similar  poisons  are  responsible 
for  them  and  are  still  extensively  sold  can  easily  be 
demonstrated,  but  I  will  report  only  a  few  more  or  less 
recent  examples  typical  of  serious  intoxication. 

Commenting  on  the  death  of  four  men  and  the  blind- 
ness of  one  man  in  Whitestown,  Indiana,  about  Aug.  16, 
1911,  Dr.  P.  B.  Little  of  that  town  writes  me: 

It  seems  that  these  men  purchased  and  made  a  mixture  of 
1  gallon  of  wood  alcohol  and  3  gallons  of  grain  alcohol  and  all 
drank  freely  of  it.  The  symptoms  that  followed  soon  after 
were  chiefly  headache,  nausea,  vomiting,  extreme  weakness, 
clammy  sweats,  weak  pulse,  blindness,  dilated  pupils,  cyanosis, 
sighing  respiration,  convulsions  and  death.  The  blindness  came 
on  six  to  eight  hours  before  death.  The  survivor  of  this 
debauch  was  the  first  to  fall  sick  and  the  first  to  become  blind. 

Gustav  K.,  21  years  old,  went  to  work  for  a  contracting 
varnisher  in  New  York  the  week  before  Thanksgiving, 
1911.  He  worked  Thursday,  Friday  and  Saturday, 
jSTovember  23,  24  and  25.  He  was  then  laid  off  until 
Monday,  December  4.  An  older  brother  of  Gustav  was 
also  hired,  beginning  Monday.  Two  other  men  and  these 
two  brothers  were  the  only  men  working  on  the  job.  They 
had  to  crawl  through  a  small  opening  into  the  vats,  which 
were  12  or  15  feet  high,  closed,  dark  and  airless,  except 
for  slight  ventilation  through  the  small  openings.  The 
former  employer  of  the  two  brothers  had  used  a  small 
machine  run  by  a  dynamo  for  blowing  out  bad  and  send- 
ing good  air  into  the  vats.  Such  an  engine  costs  about 
$65  and,  in  the  opinion  of  Gustav  K.,  he  became  blind 
because  the  employer  would  not  spend  anything  on  venti- 
lators. The  victim  stated  that  his  employer  obtained 
the  contract  by  underbidding  the  man  for  whom  the 
brothers  had  formerly  worked. 

Gustav  K.  worked  Monday  and  Tuesday,  December  4 
and  5.  On  Monday,  after  coming  out  of  the  vat  he  felt 
dizzy.  On  Tuesday,  after  arriving  home,  his  mother 
remarked  that  he  walked  as  if  he  were  intoxicated. 
Wednesday  morning  he  had  a  terrible  sweat,  vomited, 
and  had  a  rash  on  the  face  and  body.  He  tried  to  go  to 
work  but  had  to  come  back  before  getting  on  the  oar. 
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He  could  not  see  very  well  then.  A  physician  was  con- 
sulted twice  but  because  he  could  not  afford  to  pay  the 
fee,  the  patient  went  to  the  Ophthalmic  and  Aural  Insti- 
tute on  Tuesday,  the  12th.  When  he  entered  the  hospital 
he  could  not  see  at  all.  On  Friday,  the  loth,  he  could 
see  just  enough  to  get  about  the  room  in  the  hospital. 

The  older  son,  who  had  been  working  at  the  same 
time  as  his  brother,  worked  through  Wednesday,  the  6th 
(one  day  longer),  and  then  showed  some  of  the  symptoms 
of  poisoning,  reeling,  headache,  etc.,  but  no  more  serious 
effects.  The  mother  said,  when  seen  on  Thursday,  that 
this  son  was  then  intending  to  return  and  continue  the 
work,  because  he  could  not  find  work  anywhere  else. 

The  two  men  who  had  worked  with  the  brothers  con- 
tinued through  Wednesday.  Both  were  poisoned;  one 
died  on  Thursday  and  the  other  on  Saturday.  From  a 
child  of  one  victim  the  following  note  was  received: 

Your  letter  to  hand  and  wish  to  state  that  two  or  three  days 
before  my  father's  death  he  came  home  as  though  he  was 
intoxicated.  He  vomited  all  day  Thursday,  which  was  one  day 
before  his  death.  He  had  chills  and  fever  very  often.  He  must 
have  been  losing  his  eyesight  before  his  death  because  my 
sister  told  me  that  although  she  had  all  the  gas  jets  lit  yet  he 
begged  her  to  light  them;  he  also  complained  of  his  eyes 
burning  like  fire.  I  am  not  living  at  home  and  did  not  see  my 
father  when  he  came  home  on  Thursday  night  feeling  worse 
than  ever,  but  I  was  there  when  he  died,  unconscious,  Friday 
morning  at  half  past  five. 

I  am  indebted  to  Miss  Louise  Schofield,  assistant 
secretary  of  the  Committee  on  Prevention  of  Blindness 
of  the  New  York  Assoqiation  for  the  Blind,  for  the 
pathetic  report  of  the  New  York  cases.  I  may  add 
that  this  committee,  with  Miss  Louise  Lee  Schuyler  as 
chairman  and  Miss  Carolyn  C.  Van  Blarcom  as  secretary, 
is  heartily  and  constantly  working  in  conjunction  with 
Dr.  F.  Park  Lewis  of  Buffalo,  N.  Y.,  chairman  of  the 
committee  on  Prevention  of  Blindness  of  the  American 
Medical  Association,  to  further  the  aims  of  their  respec- 
tive organizations. 

At  the  last  meeting  of  the  American  Medical  Associ- 
ation (Atlantic  City,  June  3,  1912)  Dr.  Lewis  reported 
that  the  extent  of  blindness  due  to  wood  alcohol  is  every- 
where in  evidence  and  the  suggestion  was  made  that 
every  retail  liquor-dealer  in  the  country  be  sent  a 
pamphlet  acquainting  him  with  the  fact  that  in  many 
cases  even  a  teaspoonful  of  the  drug  will  cause  a  man  or 
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woman  to  become  sightless.  Etl'orts  will  also  be  made 
to  make  it  illegal  to  sell  wood  alcohol  except  under  the 
name  of  •'"wood  poison/*^ 

Colnmbian  Spirits  and  other  dangerous  forms  of 
"deodorized^'  or  •"purified'^  makes  of  the  wood  alcohol 
poison  are  still  sold  in  the  drug-stores  of  the  United 
States  and  Canada.  To  those  who  think  that  poisonous 
imitations  of  common  or  grain  alcohol  are  no  longer  a 
menace  to  the  health,  I  would  say  that  inquiry  at  the 
nearest  large  drug-shops  and  at  most  general  country 
stores  will  throw  some  light  on  the  subject. 

During  the  month  of  August,  1912,  I  purchased  a 
small  quantity  of  Columbian  Spirits  at  ten  of  the  prin- 
cipal drug-stores  in  Chicago,  at  the  same  time  inquiring 
the  price  of  "denatured'^  alcohol.  The  results  of  this 
inquiry  are  set  forth  in  the  accompanying  report.  Among 
other  items  of  information  it  will  be  noticed  that  four 
drug-stores  placed  no  "Caution"  or  "Poison"  label  on 
the  bottle.  The  others  complied  with  the  law  on  poisons 
to  the  extent  of  a  precautionary  notice  or  label  but 
there  was  no  registration  of  the  name  of  the  purchaser, 
as  I  believe  there  should  be  in  the  case  of  such  a  violent 
poison  as  "deodorized"  wood  alcohol.  Note,  also,  that 
the  price  of  "denatured"  alcohol  is  generally  quoted 
lower  than  Columbian  Spirits.  What  excuse,  then, 
except  ignorance,  is  there  to  justify  the  use  of  the  latter  ? 

Xo.  1.  Columbian  Spirits,  half  pint,  20  cents.  Poison  label 
on  bottle.  This  drug-store  does  not  carry  denatured  alcohol. 

No.  ^.  Columbian  Spirits,  25  cents  a  pint.  Poison  label  on 
bottle.  Denatured  alcohol  25  cents  a  quart. 

Xo,  3.  Columbian  Spirits,  25  cents  a  pint.  Xo  poison  or  cau- 
tion label  of  any  kind  on  bottle.  Denatured  alcohol  25  cents  a 
quart. 

Xo.  4.  Columbian  Spirits,  20  cents  a  pint.  Poison  label  on 
bottle.    Denatured  alcohol  25  cents  a  quart. 

Xo.  5.  Columbian  Spirits,  30  cents  a  pint.  Poison  label  on 
bottle.  Denatured  alcohol  30  cents  a  quart. 

No.  6.  This  drug-store  carried  no  Columbian  Spirits.  Wood 
alcohol  20  cents  a  pint.  They  inquired  for  what  purpose  the 
Tvood  alcohol  was  to  be  used.  Poison  label  on  bottle.  Dena- 
tured alcohol  20  cents  a  pint. 

Xo.  7.  Columbian' Spirits,  25  cents  a  pint.  No  poison  or  cau- 
tion label  on  bottle.  Denatured  alcohol  25  cents  a  quart. 

No.  8.  Columbian  Spirits,  25  cents  a  pint.  Poison  label  on 
bottle.  Denatured  alcohol  25  cents  a  quart, 

Xo.  9.  Columbian  Spirits,  25  cents  a  pint.  'Tor  external 
use"  printed  on  label.  Denatured  alcohol  75  cents  a  gallon. 


14 


No.  10.  Columbian  Spirits,  20  cents  a  pint.  No  poison  or 
caution  label  on  bottle.  Denatured  alcohol  25  cents  a  quart. 

Although  it  is  also  a  poison  we  have  no  particular 
quarrel  with  ordinary  "unpurified"  wood  alcohol  or 
wood  spirit.  Its  vile  taste  and  smell  is  a  sufficient 
guarantee  that  nobody  will,  either  drink  or  inhale  it  to 
any  deleterious  extent,  as  few  have  been  able  to  so.  For 
burning  lamps,  for  cleaning  brass  and  woodwork,  the 
common  wood  alcohol  is  all  right  if  one  does  not  object 
to  the  odor  and  is  unwilling  to  pay  a  few  cents  more 
for  denatured  alcohol.  It  is  quite  otherwise  with  Colum- 
bian Spirits,  Cologne  Spirits,  Standard  Wood  Spirits 
and  all  the  other  forms  of  "deodorized"  methyl  alcohol. 
It  is  to  the  "pure,  refined  spirit  for  domestic  use,"  the 
^•perfect  substitute  for  grain  alcohol"  (as  the  labels 
read)  that  one  objects.  That  subtle  and  often  unsus- 
pected poison  has  not  only  been  directly  responsible  for 
the  fate  of  hundreds  of  blind  people  but  bids  fair,  under 
present  conditions  of  sale  and  manufacture,  to  kill  and 
blind  additional  hundreds. 

Althougji  for  half  a  century  Great  Britain,  Germany 
and  other  European  countries  have  yearly  consumed 
millions  of  gallons  of  industrial  grain  alcohol 
"denatured"  by  processes  similar  to  ours,  yet  not  a 
single  instance  of  death  or  blindness  has  been  reported 
from  its  occasional  internal  use.  This  satisfactory  result 
is  due  not  only  to  dilution  of  the  poison,  whose  toxic 
properties  are  much  modified  by  the  large  admi^^ture  of 
grain  alcohol,  but  to  the  fact  that  it  is  almost  impossible 
for  even  the  most  insensitive  lungs  and  the  most  hard- 
ened stomach  to  receive  and  retain  enough  methyl 
alcohol  in  the  various  denatured  products  to  induce 
serious  consequences.  We  are  consequently  justified  in 
asserting  that  "denatured"  alcohol  is  practically  a  harm- 
less mixture  and  may  be  used  for  all  the  purposes,  even 
as  a  beverage,  for  those  who  like  it,  without  producing 
methyl  alcoliol  blindness  or  death. 

HOW  AVE  MAY  MOST  EFFECTIVELY  PREVENT  WOOD- 
ALCOHOL  POISONING 

Whatever  occupation,  professional  or  lay,  you  pursue, 
your  aid  in  drawing  attention  to  the  hidden  evils  of 
"deodorized"  methyl  alcohol  and  all  its  preparations  will 
be  most  valuable  if  you  not  only  avoid  the  use  of  the 
poison  yourself  but  discourage  its  employment  by  your 
friends,  acquaintances  and  associates.  Tell  them  that  we 
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have  an  equally  cheap,  commercial  substitute  —  a  harm- 
less "denatured"  grain  alcohol  —  that  answers  every 
purpose,  domestic  and  other,  of  wood  alcohol.  Also  ask 
your  druggist  why  he  sells  the  poisonous  article  when 
there  is  a  government-authorized  grain  alcohol  that  does 
not  expose  his  customers  to  the  dangers  of  Columbian 
Spirits  and  other  forms  of  wood  or  methyl  alcohol.  By 
thus  discouraging  the  sale  and  use  of  "deodorized"  and 
other  forms  of  wood  spirit  you  aid  in  that  campaign  of 
education  which  is  the  most  effective  agent  in  protecting 
the  public  body  from  one  of  the  most  insidious  of  our 
drug  and  food  poisons. 
7  West  Madison  Street. 
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